[Review of] Janis Balodis, "The Ghosts Trilogy" (Too Young For Ghosts; No Going Back; My Father's Father) Sydney: Currency Press, 1997 by Makeham, Paul B.
  
 
   COVER SHEET 
 
 
Makeham, Paul B (1998) [Review of] Janis Balodis, "The Ghosts 
Trilogy" (Too Young For Ghosts; No Going Back; My Father's Father) 
Sydney: Currency Press, 1997 in Australasian Drama Studies (32) pp.
159-162. 
 
 
Accessed from  http://eprints.qut.edu.au
 
 
Copyright 1998 University of Queensland 
Janis Balodis, The Ghosts Trilogy (Too Young For Ghosts; No Going Back; My Father's 
Father) (Sydney: Currency Press, 1997). 
 
This is a landmark publication, although its appearance will probably excite less interest than 
it should.  For despite the originality of these plays (and perhaps because of it), despite their 
technical daring and sometimes stunning theatricality, they have encountered deeply 
ambivalent responses from readers, audiences, critics and potential producers.  The first, best 
and best-known work in the trilogy, Too Young For Ghosts, was commissioned by the 
Sydney Theatre Company in 1981.  Its central device - and that of the trilogy as a whole - is 
to counterpoint the experiences of a group of Latvian emigrés in post-war Northern 
Queensland with those of the explorer Ludwig Leichhardt in the same landscape some 
hundred years earlier.  Many of the script's original readers found this idea interesting, but 
too cerebral, too intellectual.  Following some substantial re-drafting, the play was given a 
workshop production at the 1984 National Playwrights' Conference, directed by Terence 
Clarke, who also provides the introduction to this volume.  At the end of the moved reading, 
conference guest Howard Brenton, applauding warmly, leapt to his feet declaring 'Australia 
has found its great play!' (ix). 
 Even with the imprimatur of a Recognised English Playwright, doubts persisted.  Roger 
Hodgman, Artistic Director of the Melbourne Theatre Company and director of the premiere 
productions of all three works, recalls how Too Young For Ghosts opened to 'mixed reviews' 
in 1985.  Theatre people came backstage 'shaking their heads and worrying about its 
"obscurity"'. (Introduction, Too Young For Ghosts, Currency, 1991, xiv).  The STC 
production in the same year was 'unsuccessful' according to Clarke, and subsequent stagings 
(of which there have been many around Australia) have often elicited only guarded praise, 
one reviewer describing the play as a 'complicated theatrical layer cake which appears to 
invite audiences to bite off more than they can intellectually chew'!  (Doug Kennedy, Gold 
Coast Bulletin (May 28, 1988), n.p.).  Such reservations aside, however, Too Young For 
Ghosts has to be regarded as one of the major achievements of modern Australian drama, a 
work of exceptional craftsmanship and extraordinary imagination. 
 The significance of the trilogy as a whole is harder to gauge.  Two other Australian 
dramatists  - Lawler and Kenna - each based a trilogy on a successful first play, with varying 
degrees of success.  The second and third in Balodis' Ghosts trilogy are unquestionably 
strong works, albeit very different in scope and ambition from the first, but without having 
seen either, I wonder how each would stand alone as a work of theatre, and how reliant it 
would be on familiarity with its predecessor.  Like most readers, I came across Too Young 
For Ghosts first, and can't suddenly un-know it; reading the subsequent plays I enjoyed 
making connections with the first, picking up echoes and reminders - words, objects, events - 
and consolidating my understandings.  Certainly the characteristic fluidity of space/time 
frames is there in the latter two plays, as is the deftness of characterisation, and Balodis 
makes comparably bold dramaturgical leaps.  But No Going Back (1992) and My Father's 
Father (1996) are also less ambitious in scope, still episodic without being truly epic, 
unfolding across narrower domestic canvases.  As Clarke observes in his foreword: 'If the 
author of the first play ... is a Leichhardt unable to cover the ground fast enough, in the third 
he is a [John] Gilbert, content to remain in one place for a time, the better to understand and 
record its emotional ecology.' (xiv) 
 Yet the two latter plays still share the complexity, the density and (at times) difficulty of 
the first.  The rapid shifts in time and location, the convention requiring actors to drop in and 
out of accented dialogue, the character doubling - all of these are demanding on audiences, to 
whom Balodis makes few concessions.  But while the interweaving of the Latvian DPs 
(Dispaced Persons) and the Leichhardt narratives creates a fascinating depth and resonance 
in Too Young For Ghosts, connections between those two realities in the latter plays seem 
less suggestive, more tenuous and even contrived at times.  In fact there are only a few 
Leichhardt scenes in the third play, and while their thematic function is clear enough, it is 
worth noting that Balodis has provided an alternative scene for any production which 
chooses to dispense with them. 
 Too Young For Ghosts, though, depends centrally on the blending of the two discrete 
narrative strands.  The play's unifying project is to explore, from a post-colonial perspective, 
the interrelated psychological, cultural and ideological crises occasioned by the encounter 
between the 'foreigner' and an alien landscape.  In other words - and to invoke here a phrase 
characteristically circumscribed within a superficial nationalist discourse - Too Young For 
Ghosts engages, interrogates, and finally reformulates 'the migrant experience', showing that 
all non-Aboriginal Australians are in some senses migrants.  It does so largely by 
problematising the relationship between culture and place: indeed, the hardships experienced 
by the Latvian refugees derive mainly from dis-placement.  Not only are they dispossessed of 
their known physical and cultural place, but the loss is exacerbated by their confrontation 
with an environment almost totally alien to them and in which they themselves appear alien.  
For the DPs, Australia is devoid of history, and therefore of culture; they seem to have 
travelled back in time to a landscape 'too young for ghosts'.  The reality, of course, is that the 
signs of indigenous history, of Aboriginal culture and civilisation, are deeply inscribed in the 
landscape, but because written in a language of which they have no understanding, these 
signs are invisible.  
 Like the Latvians, Leichhardt understands the landscape in temporal terms.  For him, 
though, it is a landscape full of history - not past, but future.  Leichhardt celebrates Australia, 
conceiving it as a latter day Eden and installing himself as a kind of creating deity.  The 
country presents itself to him both as an idyllic landscape of pastoral expanses, and as a 
timescape whose cultivation/conquest is something of an historical responsibility.  John 
Gilbert, conversely, the gentle, doomed ornithologist whose demise Balodis attributes to 
Leichhardt refuses to totalise the landscape within an all-encompassing vision.  His strategy 
is to 'build' it methodically, piece by piece; to 'open up the bird, split the tree, dig in the soil', 
discovering in minute spaces the history of 'nature's secrets'.  And unlike his companion, 
Gilbert is sensitive to the ghosts of the land, to the presence of 'the natives and their whole 
host of spirits'. (29) 
 No Going Back also takes place in North Queensland, thirty years after the DPs' arrival in 
Australia.  Now in their mid-fifties, the protagonists seem more at home but somehow still 
alienated.  In contrast to the youthful, future-oriented, careful optimism of Too Young For 
Ghosts, this play presents a far bleaker image of lost will and tired desire.  Otto, visiting his 
friends after three decades of growing rich in Sydney, expresses their collective malaise: 
 [W]hen we came to this country thirty years ago, we all had it.  That was the biggest 
 decision we ever made. ... Now it's gone.  We let it slip from our grasp.  We all let it 
 slip.  And we all know this, deep in ourselves. ... Lydia and I went looking, in Latvia 
 and now here.  But we didn't find any joy or wonder because we're overcome by this 
 disease, this inertia and worst of all I haven't the will to overcome it. (156) 
This story introduces the next generation, Armand and Ruth (Armand, struggling for self-
identity, seeming coincidentally close to Balodis himself); as well as Lauma, Otto's sister 
visiting from Latvia, whose presence both complicates and drives forward the plot as she and 
Edvards become lovers. 
 My Father's Father builds intriguingly upon the previous two plays' thematic interest in 
placelessness and belonging, examining it from the perspective of two of the remaining DPs, 
Ilse and Karl, as they return - now in their sixties - to the 'fatherland' and the relatives they 
left behind half a century earlier.  This narrative line is intercut with scenes not only of 
Leichhardt's mythic final journey a hundred and fifty years earlier, but from Australia just 
one year earlier as Edvards prepares for (and finally manipulates) his own death.  In this play 
the question of belonging is confronted square on, as the strand of images of burial - of earth, 
bones, fertiliser and flowers, sustained throughout the trilogy - is brought into sharpest focus, 
and given greatest dramatic moment.  Ideas concerning the integration of bodies into the land 
- or the consumption of bodies by the land - figure centrally in all these plays; throughout, 
the consubstantiality of bodies and earth works to suggest the relatedness of human history 
and geographical space.   
 Given the range of times and locations depicted in all three dramas, and the speed at 
which the action shifts between them, these works in production demand highly versatile 
stage designs.   To some extent, Balodis facilitates these rapid changes himself in his stage 
directions: Edvards' ritual table in the third play, for example, doubles as the central set item 
for many of the Latvian scenes.  But these pragmatic problems of space and design are also 
by-products of the rare theatrical inventiveness common to all these plays, most particularly 
their conflation and overlaying of times and spaces.  Rather than showing historical 
experience as fixed in the sequential framework of linear time, as dictated by the traditional 
Western (imperial) paradigm, action is rendered as 'floating' in a temporality which enables 
simultaneity and coalescence.  And the ways in which space is figured in this play - as multi-
dimensional and interactive with history rather than as fixed and inert - constitute an 
important strategy in the play's post-colonial project.  Australia becomes the site, or set of 
sites, in which the struggle between histories, between competing cultural realities, is 
transposed from the realm of ideology into that of space. 
 Also worth considering is the unsentimental and precise way in which Balodis renders his 
people.  There are numerous points at which a less rigorous playwright with a similar agenda 
would either generalise (about 'the migrant experience', for example), or indulge in excessive 
romanticism - the latter two plays are, after all, both family reunion dramas.  But while the 
characters can be understood in some senses as types representing a generalised historical 
experience - the encounter with alien space - they are individuated as distinct personalities as 
well.  They function, then, through a dialectical interplay of public and private thematics: 
their actions are conditioned by the cultural and discursive histories they bring with them, but 
each character is uniquely individuated within those general patterns of cultural identity.  Ilse 
in particular is beautifully complex, and as Terence Clarke asserts surely ranks as one of the 
great women of Australian drama. (x)  Karl, so boyishly appealing in the first play, becomes 
little more than a 'ghost' in his later years, withdrawn and narrow-minded, an alcoholic 
cuckold.  Edvards verges on the genuinely tragic, except that he understands his own 
situation, controls his own destiny, and in the second play, learns true love. 
 There are typically adventurous dramatic devices throughout the trilogy: the ghost of the 
drowned Ruth returns in the third play, and shares the ventilator Edvards has been using to 
keep himself alive.  One scene towards the end of that play sees Leichhardt's ghost at a 
performance of the opera Voss, protesting: 'Is this how I am remember?  This opera "Voss"?  
It makes me want to vomit!' (267)  And one of the most movingly poetic scenes from Too 
Young For Ghosts (Sc. 13) is revisited in the third play, only this time with irreverent 
interjections from Brown, Leichhardt's Aboriginal tracker.  That spirit of daring might 
sometimes lead to confusion, as in Scene 20 of My Father's Father during which some tricky 
doubling is called for, but in general, the playwright's theatrical imagination is enviably 
dexterous. 
 Balodis' plays are under-produced in Australia.  The Queensland Theatre Company, for 
example, has never done one other than a directed reading, although his recent Double Take 
is said to be in the pipeline for next year.  It can only be hoped that Currency's investment in 
Balodis' major work to date will stimulate some renewed interest in staging him - a triple bill 
of these three plays is surely just a matter of time? 
                   PAUL MAKEHAM 
